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Ambiguous Gazes: an Indigenous Portrait Triptych of 1912
Hidehiro NAKAO
This paper deals with the ambiguity of the gazes concerning the three portrait
photographs shot in 1912: a picture of three Ainu children at Ueno colonial exposition
(JPN), a picture of an native American cowboy of Okanogan, Washington (USA), and a
picture of an aboriginal man of Northern Territory (AUS).
Each one of the photographs offers its own characteristics comprised of chance and
inevitability, behind which lie the social and historical backgrounds of its time and place.
In order to grasp the meanings of apparent similarities and differences amongst these
three as well as their individual characteristics, I would like to elaborate on the ambiguity
of the gazes.
The ambiguity emerges in the boundary areas. What makes the ambiguity of these
photographs multiple-layered would be the gazes of three different origins: the gaze of
the photographer, the gaze of the subject, and the gaze of the spectators. The spectators
may be further categorized as the spectators of the past and of the present, and the
spectators of the photographer’s side and of the subject’s side.
To illustrate the imperial schemes operating under each government I would like to
take into consideration the followings: the Emperor’s signature and seal (JPN), the seal
of the Bureau of Indian Affairs (USA), and the Royal medal of the then King George V
(AUS).
It is rather easy for us to notice that what we have been looking at overlaps with what
Hannah Arendt argues in The Origins of Totalitarianism. It may sounds paradoxical,
but the indigenous triptych of 1912 reflects the End of the Human Rights after 1914. This
is the reason why the ambiguous gaze of each figure in this triptych of photographs still
makes us somewhat uneasy.
INTRODUCTION
In her ever inspiring work The Origins of Totalitarianism, Hannah Arendt describes how the
year 1914 had drastically changed the world, producing the homeless, the stateless, and the
disenfranchised peoples. Arendt remembers August 4, 1914─ the exact date the World War broke
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out─ as the day of the critical explosion which had “touched off a chain reaction in which we have
been caught ever since and which nobody seems to be able to stop” (267).
Before 1914, however, the indigenous peoples of the world had already been put under the
ruthless conditions of homelessness, statelessness, and disenfranchisement, which Hannah
Arendt named the state of being, the “scum of the earth.” The cruel conditions under which the
indigenous peoples were forced to live, in a sense, foretold the utter tragedies in Europe after
1914.
This paper looks at the three portrait photographs of indigenous peoples, all of them shot in
1912: The first photograph is that of three Ainu children at the Japanese Colonial Exposition, the
second photograph, of an aboriginal Australian in Northern Territory, and the third, the
photograph of a native American in Washington State. This is the 1912 triptych of indigenous
peoples.
JAPAN
I would like you to have a look at the picture of Three Ainu children.We know that the name of
the girl on the left is Teru TSUBOSAWA of Karafuto Ainu people, but about the other two children
we don’t know anything but their origins. The boy in the middle is of Nivkh people, (once called
Gilyak) and the girl on the right is of Hokkaido Ainu people. They come from different nations or
regions (and speak different languages or dialects), but they are simply called Ainu.
Japan’s Meiji Emperor Mutsuhito dies July 30 at the age of 60 after a 45-year reign that restored
imperial power. Mutsuhito is succeeded by his 33-year-old son Yoshihito, who will reign as the
Taisho emperor until 1926, a period that will see Japan emerge as a world power of the first rank.
This is the most important historical background of 1912 Japan, and the then government held
this patriotic event to announce its power internationally as well as domestically. Those “Ainu”
children were at the Colonial Exposition to serve their adopted nation’s cause as living
anthropological subjects, of course, not on their own accord. The photographer is Dr. Ryuzo Torii
(1870-1953), of the Anthropology department at Tokyo Imperial University.
These two pictures, also attributed to Dr. Torii, show the expanding power of the Empire of
Great Japan. The presence of the policeman in the photo 2, shot in Taiwan in 1912, and the
presence of the military officers in the photo 3, shot in Manchuria also in 1912, represent the
imperial power of Japan in East Asia. Dr. Torii (sitting on the right of the photo 3) has been doing
his anthropological research under the great umbrella of the expanding power of the Japanese
Imperial Army.
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photo 1/www.um.u-tokyo.ac.jp
東京大学総合博物館データベース#1060
Three Ainu childoren
photo 3
東京大学総合研究博物館データベース#3610
Photo 2
東京大学総合研究博物館データベース#7197
The map below shows Japanese Imperial power at its zenith (the dark areas / the year 1942).
The Japan of the year 1912 is a nation on the rise after winning the war against China [Sino-
Japanese War, 1894-95] and the war against Russia [Russia-Japanese War, 1904-05]. The Russia-
Japanese War is significant as the first modern war in which an Asian country defeated a European
power. The victory greatly raised Japan’s stature in world politics and drove Japan’s ambition to
become the leading nation in East Asia.
Would you like to have a close look at the photo of the Ainu children again? Everyone could
understand the fact that the three children had nothing to do with the Imperial ambition behind
the Colonial Exposition and they had no idea why they were there to be displayed as human
samples. The only thing they could do was just to look into the photographer’s eye through the
camera lens. (This is one of the most grotesque exhibitions1) the “civilized” nation could hold.)
Is it not difficult for us to return their gazes, even after 100 years, without feeling some sense of
pain? It is ironic to consider that Ainu means in fact “human” in their language.
In 1899 the Empire declares its “protection” of the indigenous peoples of its new northern
territory under the name of Meiji Emperor Mutsuhito. The children of the picture are officially
“protected” under this Hokkaido Former Aborigines Protection Act, but in reality they are the
children of the homeless, the stateless, and the disenfranchised peoples as you can easily imagine.
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Japanese Imperial power at its zenith
AUSTRALIA
This is the second photograph of our portrait triptych of 1912. The name of this photo’s subject
is Aya-I-Ga, but he is well known by the name of Neighbour. This is a unique piece of picture
because Aya-I-Ga or Neighbour was awarded a Royal medal, the Albert Medal, by the then King
George V (reign: 1910-36). Actually this is the very first occasion when a Royal medal was
presented to an indigenous Australian. You can see the medal on his left chest.
Neighbour was a criminal suspect on his way to a court, arrested by Mount Constable William
Johns. They crossed the flooded river and Constable Johns slipped from his horse and was kicked
in the head by his horse. Neighbour rescued the half-unconscious policeman despite the fact that
Neighbour was burdened with heavy chains around his neck and the river was infested with wild
crocodiles.
Soon after they arrived at the police station, Constable Johns released Neighbour on grounds of
insufficient evidence. One year after this incident the Albert Medal was given to Neighbour for his
life-saving gallantry.
Constable Johns returned Neighbour’s life-risking act by releasing him without a criminal trial.
Although the discharge itself might not be a daring decision since his charge was rather dubious in
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Mutsuhito’s Imperial Signature and Imperial Seal authorizing the Hokkaido
Former Aborigines Protection Act
the first place, the charge remained, the connivance of Constable Johns on impulse and some
effort had to be made to keep face. Constable Johns was the rank and file of the British ruling
power at the farthest post of the Empire, any connivance on impulse was something the Imperial
power could not possibly allow. This histrionic awarding of Royal medal was a kind of expedient to
preserve Royal prestige.
This photo was taken right after Neighbour was given the Royal Albert medal at Darwin,
Northern Territory. The Albert Medal for Lifesaving was a British medal awarded to recognize the
saving of life. It is well known that Queen Victoria (reign: 1837-1901) lamented her Prince
Consort Albert’s death and paying a tribute to his memory, she built the Albert Memorial, the
Royal Albert Hall and the Victoria and Albert Museum. The Royal medal was also instituted in
memory of Prince Albert. Arguably, Victoria had the most powerful royal presence England had
ever had on the international stage.
2)
The then King of the Empire, George V preserved royal
prestige by continuing to give the Albert medal on pertinent occasions.
Daisy Bates (1859-1951) may represent the year 1912 in Australia. According to notorious
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Aya-I-Ga or Neighbour
Social Darwinism, it was believed that the Aboriginal people were doomed to extinction and
deserved “protection” during their remaining years. Bates applies for the position of Protector of
Aborigines in Australia’s Northern Territory in good faith. Given the unpaid job of Honorary
Protector in the Eucla district in 1912, she is obliged in June to put her 183,000-acre cattle station
up for sale in order to finance the work that will occupy her for more than 30 years. She plays the
role of a Christian helping hand to “smooth the dying pillow” of the indigenous Australians. The
Christianity of her belief and practice is just as pseudo-humanitarian as Social Darwinism is
pseudo-scientific, both of which encourage a helpless presumption of white supremacy. It is in the
English sovereign that white supremacy down under originates. Indeed, it is significant that she is
called “Queen of Never-Never.”3)
This is a picture of a group of Aboriginal men on their way to a jail (1906). The photographer is
Dr. Hermann Klaatsch (1863-1916), a German scientist, doing his anthropological research in the
Australian outback. We can easily imagine how Neighbour looked like when he was on his way to
the court.
If you compare this picture with the picture of Neighbour with his Albert Medal on his chest,
you cannot fail to notice a striking contrast: one is before the sentence of criminal penalty and the
other is just after honorable celebration.
But there also exists a strong resemblance between them. Neighbour is still a captive even if the
medal shines on his chest. His posture and costume alienate his body and soul: it is obvious that he
was forced or made to wear the uniform and made or forced to stand still before the camera for
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BRITISH EMPIRE
UNITED STATES
The United States and British Empire at the Height of their Power
the sake of paying respect to the Albert Medal and, of course, to the British Crown which gave him
the medal. You may say that this photo resembles a mug shot, a photo of a criminal for police
records.
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Albert Medal for Gallantry
THE UNITED STATES OF AMERICA
Now, the third photograph. This is the last one of our Indigenous Portrait Triptych of 1912. The
official title of this photo is now named “Native American cowboy” in a “PC = politically correct”
manner, but in those days it was simply called “Indian cowboy.” The combination of “Indian” and
“cowboy” sounds paradoxical and represents the essential aspect of this photography.
It is difficult to discern the expression of the cowboy’s face, but it is obvious, judging from his
relaxed posture on the horse, that he is a proud cowboy who is confident in his role.
This photo may be different from the other two of our triptych in that the photographer himself
is not belonged to the ruling side of the nation. Frank S. Matsura (1873-1913) came across the
Pacific from Japan to Okanogan, Washington State, to live out the rest of his days. Little is known
about the reasons and circumstances of his departure from Japan to the States, but we do know
that this is the place he took this unique and valuable series of photographs, which includes
“Native American cowboy.”
We have two different events to add to our frame of the year 1912 in the United States:
U. S. Marines land in Honduras in February, in Cuba four months later, and in Nicaragua in
August to protect American interests.
New Mexico (from New Mexico Territory) and Arizona (from Arizona Territory) become the
47th and the 48th States.
The first is the military as well as political actions of the United States to “protect” its national
interests overseas, and the second, the admission of New Mexico and Arizona into statehood is
another example of its expansionism.
The United States of America had no counterpart in the British Crown or Japanese Emperor to
symbolize the power to rule the nation. Instead, the United States had its own symbol, the Bald
Eagle.
From its very beginning, the United States had been trying to put its indigenous population and
their land under state control.
4)
In the year 1912, the Bald Eagle, the national bird of the United States, spreads its wings over
wider areas both domestically and internationally.
5)
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Buffalo Bill’s Wild West show, formed in 1883 and lasting until 1913, has established the ever-
lasting stereotype of the American West: the wild and cunning Indians versus the brave and
righteous cowboys. It is interesting to note that the Wild West show had been flourishing just
before and after the famous 1890 Bureau of the Census’s announcement that the frontier region
no longer existed. This announcement meant that the grand westward movement came to an end,
which in turn meant the “vanishing” Americans had nowhere to escape.
We should appreciate the significance of Matsura’s photographic work for his modest but clear
82 第 18 号中央大学社会科学研究所年報
WSU Libraries Digital Collections 35-13-46
Native American Cowboy on Horseback
www.state.gov/
www.postersplease.com/gallery/
the great seal of US, 1782 1903 Buffalo Bill’s Wild West poster: Indians attacking
the overland mail coach
subversion of the simplistic and pervasive dichotomy of the good cowboy and the bad Indian in the
capture of their synthesis by the subversion in this photograph.
SUMMING UP
This table sums up what we have been looking at about the Indigenous Portrait Triptych of
1912.
1912
triptych
photographer subject (s) occasion collection
Japan Ryuzo Torii,
anthropologist
Ainu children Colonial Exposition
@Ueno, TOKYO
University Museum,
University of Tokyo
Australia anon. aboriginal recipient
of Albert medal
Conferment Ceremony
@Darwin, NT
National Library of
Australia
United
States
of America
Frank S. Matsura,
photo studio owner
Indian cowboy snap/postcard
@Okanogan, WA
Washington State
University Libraries
Let us have a closer look at each portrait and comparing each with the other photographs of the
triptych.
Firstly, the portrait of the three Ainu children at Ueno. They look forlorn, less comfortable and
confident than the Indian cowboy and Neighbour. Since they are “authentic” human samples
displayed at the Colonial Exposition, they stand in native dress before an improvised background.
This is a staged photograph and every aspect of staging appears to make the Ainu children uneasy.
The Ainu are officially “protected” under Hokkaido Former Aborigines Protection Act as new
Japanese subjects, but this Act does not protect nor respect Hokkaido Former Aborigines and
their culture at all. The 1912 Colonial Exposition betrays hypocrisy of the Protection Act.
Although the three children are looking back into the camera lens in an ambiguous way, it would
be rather naïve to regard their ambiguous gaze as the reflection of child-like shyness in a general
sense.
Next, the portrait of Aya-I-Ga or Neighbour on the day of the Albert Medal awarding ceremony.
Neighbour’s background in the photograph makes a sharp contrast with the others of the triptych.
Standing before the Government House, his confinement is stark.
The uniform Neighbour wore on this very special occasion is that of a police tracker’s. After he
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was released, the rescued constable provided him with the job of a police tracker. This job was
also known as a “black tracker,” which is a kind of human police dog and is sometimes put in a
dilemma of whether to serve for the white or protect his own people. Since he could not refuse the
constable’s offer, this must be understood as an order. This police-tracker’s uniform, in a sense,
imprisoned Neighbour both in body and soul. His ambiguous gaze conveys his moral and physical
tension.
Lastly, the Indian Cowboy photograph. He looks happier than the Ainu children and looks more
confident and relaxed than Neighbour. Under the circumstances of the photograph and garbed as
such in the coloniser’s frontier dress, the native American’s apparent confidence and relaxation is
surely remarkable. Although he is also one of the “vanishing” peoples, we return the gaze of a
refusal to vanish.
Amongst the Okanogan locals, Indian cowboys were famous for their unique way of wearing the
bandanna, which was much admired by white cowboys, symbolizing the superb horsemanship of
Indian cowboys. Indian cowboys didn’t own the cattle they control, to say nothing of the land.
Both the cattle and the land were owned by the white. The nature of the job is as ambiguous as
their name, “Indian cowboys.”
If we return to Hannah Arendt, it may be important to remember that her observation of the
year 1914 was made in the chapter entitled “The Decline of the Nation-State and the End of the
Rights of Man.” What Arendt contemplated was the European nations and European civilization.
According to her discussion, Imperialism expanded beyond or across the boundaries of nation-
states and put to an end to human rights, producing new conditions of homelessness,
statelessness and disenfranchisement.
Although none of these indigenous peoples has not easily vanished yet, a great portion of their
traditional cultures has been extinguished, wiped out as the peoples of the homeless, the
stateless, and the disenfranchised.
It is rather easy for us to notice that what we have been looking at overlaps with what Hannah
Arendt argues in The Origins of Totalitarianism. It may sounds paradoxical, but the indigenous
triptych of 1912 reflects the End of the Human Rights after 1914. This is the reason why the
ambiguous gaze of each figure in this triptych of photographs still makes us somewhat uneasy.
I could not but think it was fortuitous for me to read a paper on indigenous portrait photographs
here at Barcelona, if we remember its history of the struggle to keep its Catalan language against
the strong ruling power. Viva Catalunya!
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* This if from the paper originally read at Pacific Solutions Conference held at the University
of Barcelona on the 12th of December 2011.
Notes
1） 1899 Paris, 1901 Philadelphia Pan-American, 1903 Osaka, 1904 St. Louis.
2） The British Empire attained its maximum territorial extent after WWI and was one of the largest
political entities ever constituted in world history. It was said, as you know, that “the sun never set on the
British Empire.”
3） Never-Never is the unpopulated desert country of the interior of Australia.
4） The Dawes Act (1887), as you know, predates Hokkaido Former Aborigines Protection Act. Both acts
aim to grasp control over their indigenous peoples (Under the Dawes Act, the US Government intended
to “protect” the new white settlers).
5） In Australia, there were no national Protection rules but there was an Aboriginal Protection Act in
every Australian State with the function of “protecting” their Indigenous population. Protection Acts
reduced the legal status of the Aboriginal people who came under their jurisdiction from British subjects
to wards of the state. [Victoria Aboriginal Protection Board/Act, 1869/86] [QL, /97] [WA, 1886-87/05]
[NSW, 1883/09] [SA, 1866?/11]
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